Homophobic Bullying: A Queer Tale of Childhood Politics Daniel Monk
Homophobic bullying in schools is an issue that in recent years has attracted considerable attention in the UK and internationally. It has been identified as an issue of concern by academic 1 and governmental sources; 2 but also by the Conservative Party while it was in opposition and some religious bodies -organisations with little (or ambivalent) history of sympathy to LGBT issues 3 . Consequently it is possible to argue that it is now a legitimate and depoliticised object of social concern across civil society.
To a certain extent the mainstreaming of the issue is an unproblematic 'good'.
The coupling of 'childhood' and '(homo)sexuality' in political discourses has a long history and one that has been dominated by narratives of 'lost innocence', seduction and abuse. So, the apparent legitimacy of speaking about homophobic bullying can be read as a fearless break from a misguided and prejudiced past and a challenge to cultural resistance to the acknowledgement of child sexuality. Within this progressive narrative children, and especially LGBT children, are both saved and liberated.
Questioning this liberal progressive account does not deny the existence of the harm experienced in schools but is an attempt to take seriously the injunction from feminist legal scholars Diduck and Kaganas that:
While giving a voice to any previously disempowered or marginalized constituency is important, and listening to children is long overdue, we must be alert to the discourses through which that voice is heard and interpreted. 4 A key premise here is that 'homophobic bullying' is not a neutral descriptive label but a more complex and productive narrative. The aim here is to examine the discursive means by which the issue has become perceived as a legitimate subject of concern, to identify the 'conditions of possibility' that have enabled it to become a harm that can be spoken of, and, in doing so, to demonstrate the extent to which this speakability is contingent on contemporary understandings of childhood(s) located at the interface of sexuality and education.
A number of discourses and narratives are examined here: 'abuse', child and gay 'victims'; (queer) developmentalism; and the criminal gaze. These varied ways through which homophobic bullying is made speakable attest to the cultural malleability of 'the child' as an object of concern and renders visible the extent to which agendas of child welfare are always politically embedded projects which mask more complex understandings of (child) liberation.
A Form of Child Abuse
Homophobic bullying, however defined, is not new. Consequently the recent concern represents a 'discovery' that parallels earlier 'discoveries' such as domestic violence and child abuse more generally. These comparisons give rise to two themes: the contingency of the 'discovery' of harms and the contingency of the notion of harm itself.
The discovery of domestic violence and child abuse both effectively challenged the ideal image and patriarchal myth of the family as the 'haven in the heartless world'. In a similar fashion homophobic bullying challenges the idea that the 'schools years are the best years of your life'. In both cases theses truisms represented political investments in the home and family and compulsory schooling.
The introduction of compulsory education in the late nineteenth century required an immense and complex spatial and cultural shift in understandings of childhood. As Walkerdine comments, 'it was generally agreed' that it 'brought about the idea of childhood as something separate'. 5 But the silence and collective amnesia 3 about this attests to the extent to which the school has become perceived, like the family, in universal ahistorical terms as an almost 'natural' a priori institution. This is particularly evident in the work of the influential child psychologists Winnicott and Bowlby for whom the child's initial journey to the 'the school' is invested with the a priori naturalness akin to a child's journey to 'the mother' or 'the father'. 6 Here the rendering of the school as a 'natural' institution is complicit with the silencing of speaking of the harms within the school. Bowlby for example, commented confidently in 1973 that, bullying was 'little more than' a rationalization for school phobia. 7 The current speakability of homophobic bullying represents a significant departure from this view but it also attest to the spatial contingency of the speakability; for the impact of parental homophobia on children remains an issue that is not addressed by organisations like Stonewall and children's rights organisations.
In other words, in seeking to explain why homophobia in the school space has become open to widespread political criticism it is necessary to look beyond simple concern about the well being of children.
Taking a long view here is informative. For whereas the dominant post-war child psychologists' masking of child harms within schools cohered with political and social shifts unrelated to children's needs, so too does the new found ability to do otherwise. While it is important to avoid simplistic causal explanations, it is possible to see the new concern if not enabled at least not unconnected to broader political and socio-economic shifts in the perception of schooling. In particular, the increased questioning of the public interest in education and its reinscription as a private rather than a public good; the political construction of parents no longer as passive recipients but as consumers supported by the rhetoric of choice; increases in home education as a legitimate option and, more broadly, the impact of the phenomenon of This perspective -a provocative challenge to aspects of children's rights agendas -is important because it reveals the extent to which enabling the speakability of homophobic bullying through the imagery of the child as victim renders silent other concerns.
The most notable silence is about sex. Indeed one of the most striking aspects of the homophobic bullying agenda is the extent to which it speaks of LGBT youth through a desexualised discourse. For example the Stonewall website page that addresses school issues is dominated by homophobic bullying but has no mention of young people's needs for information about safer sex and education about HIV.
14 Similarly, the Conservative Party 2009 report noted above More Ball Games (no pun intended) supports tackling homophobic bullying, but in the broader context of a nostalgic support for children to play more sports. As Ellis argues the approach adopted here is 'a plea for tolerance that doesn't speak about what is to be tolerated'. 8
Alternatives narratives about homophobic bullying do however exist. Ian Rivers, the leading empirical UK researcher in the area whose work is used by Stonewall and campaigning groups recently argued that:
despite the nature and severity of bullying participants experienced at school, many overcame it successfully. 18 The productive role of shame in forming identities is one example where future research could provide alternative narratives. Munt argues that a proud defiant sexuality is 'premised on an uncomfortable historically discursive shame' and that:
In any personal trajectory, the growing consciousness of same-sex desire must, in a Western context, give rise to feelings of difference and exclusion . . . The presence of shame has been repressed in the discourse of homosexual rights in an unhelpful way, in order to gain greater agency, we must learn to revisit its ambivalent effects.
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The argument here is that attempts to remove, outlaw, or silence shame-inducing practises through expansive definitions of homophobic bullying is an example of rights discourse overlooking the productive role of shame. The focus here is on the lower end of forms of homophobic bullying: name calling, being identified as different, identifying oneself and experiencing difference as exclusion as uncomfortable. These practises share much with the emotion of shame: the blush of recognition as different (whether or not self-identified as 'gay' or 'lesbian') might sometimes be a painful sensation but one that may be constituted as having a role in identity formation.
Enabling the speakability of this experience of shame as anything other than a harm that must be prohibited coheres with both the notion of child-as-innocent victim and with a particular construction of post-homophobic gay identity, explored below. It Rivers' work calculates the impact of homophobic bullying against assessments of 'psychopathology in adulthood' -a concept that, amongst other things, is evaluated by relationship status and duration of relationships. 24 This seemingly neutral psychological assessment is emblematic of a form of child developmentalism which has been subject to sustained critique by numerous theorists of childhood. As Walkerdine argues: 'The subject is not made social, but rather the social is the site for the production of discursive practices which produce the possibility of being a subject'. 25 Is it a coincidence that recent policy and guidance from both a neo-liberal government and from the voluntary sector focus on how risky and disruptive identities might be managed safely to ensure the production of auditable outcomes? 28 Another cultural text which provides insight into the extent to which the rejection of homophobia coheres with heteronormative understandings of 'perversity' are narratives of sport. The empirical literature on homophobic bullying frequently reveals that sports and changing rooms are the most feared places within the school. 14 This concept is distinct from both conservative morality and laissez faire liberalism to the extent that it imposes a model of 'responsibility' that demands that the individual internalise responsibility rather than simply conform to juridical commands. Within this model 'psychological norms have replaced social norms, and therapeutic correctness has become the new standard of good behaviour'. 31 So instead of 'straight good/gay bad' we have 'responsible sexuality good' and 'irresponsible sexuality bad'
(who you do it with no longer matters). Increasingly therapeutic correctness requires us to explain our deviancy by childhood trauma; liberated from homophobia by the state the injunction is to 'grow up' -once provided with equal rights there will no longer be any excuses for their 'permanent state of adolescence'. It is then a highly conditional riposte to Edelman's 'the child is antithetical to the queer'; for the answer is not only that even queers have their 'Tiny Tim', but that they must connect with them and explain themselves through them.
In this context it is worth noting that much of the research on homophobic bullying draws on adult lesbian and gay accounts of their childhoods 32 and, similarly, the numerous incidents of queer theorists drawing on their own personal narratives. 33 What is important to note here is that homophobic bullying is identified not only as the cause of a wide range of personal outcomes but that they are potentially conflicting. As noted above, tackling homophobia can be seen as away of enabling gays to develop in accordance with heteronormative relationship models and ideals of masculinity. A very different reading is provided by queer theorist Juan Munoz who perceives the 'hypermasculinity' of many forms of contemporary gay male culture as itself evidence of homophobia. 34 Similarly, sadomasochism can also be read as both caused by homophobia and external oppression and conversely as evidence of 'liberation' from heteronormativity.
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The aim here is not to attempt to arbitrate or judge these competing truthclaims but to be attuned to their discursive power and the extent to which they draw on an untheorized and developmentalist investment in the child as future. For in the use of the child in these strategies, there is here a queer paradox. In particular, in the self-avowed queer accounts that distant themselves from mainstream liberal LGBT rights agendas the child represents a free, almost Rousseau-like child, who, brutalized by the social forces of homophobia, is forced to mask and alter his or her behaviour. This is, therefore, equally a project premised on liberating childhood in order to build a future -albeit a queerer one -while, at same time, opposing any notion of essentialism. As Lesnik-Oberstein and Thomson argue, queer theory premised on challenging heteronormativity is remarkably wedded to psychoanalytical discourse.
For in the desire to affirm gayness the proto-gay child, 'is strangely destined and yet not destined'.
The point here is not that these are inherently problematic as political aims This repetition is abundantly in evidence here. For despite the self conscious and constant distinction made between queer theorists and LGBT rights reformers, the queer child is invoked here as much as a victim and has to do as much cultural work as the mainstream brutalized proto-gay child.
Challenging Homophobia: Legitimising (Lawful) Violence?
Alongside the enabling and reinscribing of a (queer) developmentalist thinking homophobic bullying also enables and is heard through a legal and increasingly penal discourse. A key premise here is that the coupling of 'homophobic' with 'bullying' is not straight forward, but a linkage that plays a role in determining the legitimacy of the means used to challenge them.
Bullying narratives -individualistic, depoliticised, and, increasingly, drawing on pathological explanations of inappropriate behaviour -cohere and lend themselves with great ease to legal discourse. Critical legal commentators have for many years examined the ways in which legal causation is distinct from factual causation, to the extent that it starts with the harm, identifies the individual perpetrator and then stops.
In doing so it does not need to enquire in to broader, political and cultural factors that influenced the behaviour of the perpetrator. In this way, like bullying discourses, it simplifies and individualises. The coupling of bullying with law, moreover, has been emphasised in recent years as law is increasingly resorted to as a means of redress.
So, frequently in the name of children's rights, law has been used creatively to meet this challenge by civil law claims of negligence, quasi-criminal law sanctions in the form of school exclusions, as well as the criminal law. 37 In support of this, Furniss has argued that it challenges the extent to which 'teachers may see bulling as an inevitable part of growing up' and that failing to utilise the criminal law in particular, 'sends out the message that the bodily integrity of children is not as important as that of adults.' as dimensions of retribution, they become civilised by being made in the image of reason and rationality and are thereby made to disappear. Through this process they take their place as a part of law's legitimacy. 42 This legitimation equally masks the 'heteronormative violence' of head teachers rigorously enforcing gendered dress codes: 'law's violence becomes good violence'. 43 But in relation to the disciplined, excluded, punished homophobic pupil the legitimate violence of law serves to not only mask its own homophobia but positions it elsewhere, outside, onto an 'uncivilised other'. Here school discipline and exclusions, as with criminal justice generally, have a hugely disproportionate classed dimension. 44 As Munt observes, shame is lifted off sexual perversion and onto the perpetrator and that:
Violence is transposed onto these marginal spaces in a discursive shift that empties middle class life of any accountability . . . Dominant discourse has long conflated non-normative subjectivities with criminality and threat;
indeed, there is a kind of discursive contagion operating in which shame is infectiously displaced. within schools, the widespread use of which is a key factor in the ability to present homophobic bullying as being 'endemic'. The aim here is not to question the possibility of experiencing speech as harmful but by recognising the context-specific meaning of speech to take seriously the views of many children that they 'don't mean it like that' and concerns that censorship necessarily propagates the language it seeks to forbid. 47 Identifying potential concerns about lesbian and gay engagement with law and order agendas is not to argue against these forms of engagements but rather to be reflective about them, to question the implicit political alliances that underpin them and in doing to locate lesbian and gay political agendas within broader social and economic structures.
Conclusion
It is, perhaps, easy to locate an analysis of homophobic bullying as a discourse, rather than simply as an empirical matter-of-fact tangible harm, within what some commentators have observed as the negative turn of post-structural work -as one that lacks or obscure 'politics' and avoids the messy pragmatics of activist struggles. It is, consequently, important to emphasise that nothing here should be taken as suggesting that real harms do not require real action. Rather, that the complexity of the issue requires a deeper analysis in order to inform action. With this in mind the aim here has been to identify that the construction of harms to children -of which homophobic bullying is merely one example of many -is inevitably and unavoidably always precisely that -a construction. It has endeavoured to demonstrate that examining the foundations of that construction -revealing the web of legal, psychological,
